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style.) She moved up to executive vice provost, then dean of the College of Arts and 
Sciences. There was only one more stop before the summit. She was named provost, 
the university’s second-in-command and top budget officer. Cauce joked that the 
provost’s job is to trail behind the glad-handing president and say, “What he really 
means is ‘No.’ ”

When President Michael Young, who was lured to Seattle from Utah, left the 
UW for Texas A&M, Cauce was elevated to interim president. After her appointment 
was announced at a Board of Regents meeting, staff, students and regents lined up 
for hugs. As a nationwide search was launched, the UW community surveyed the 
recent past and saw a series of outsiders who had bolted the president’s office, or 
were asked to leave. 

Cauce, on the other hand, bled purple. She had said the UW was her home, 
and as an exile, “home means a lot to me.” She was not only a proven candidate, 
but one who just might supply a steady hand for years. And she was refreshingly 
collaborative and open. After telling a journalist about vacationing in Australia to 
help researchers count baby penguins, Cauce pulled up her sleeve to show a scar on 
her bicep. “That,” she said proudly, “is a penguin bite.” 

She was not the first woman to serve as acting president. Phyllis Wise, a 
scientist and daughter of Chinese immigrants, preceded her. But Cauce would use 
her platform in a way that Wise, or no other UW president, had.

JUST TWO MONTHS after becoming 
acting president, Cauce stepped to the 
microphone in the UW’s Intellectual 
House, a longhouse-style facility created 
as a learning and gathering space for 
American Indian and Alaska Native 
students. It was April 16, 2015, Holocaust 
Remembrance Day. 

Cauce’s 37-minute speech was 
titled, “We the people: diversity, equity 
and difference at the UW.”* She wrote it 
herself and practiced it on a hike with a 
UW staffer, tweaking the speech along 
the way. Several hundred in the audience 
waited with anticipation. A recent Black 
Lives Matter march through campus had 
been disrupted by someone shouting 

* Diversity of UW’s 2018 student population by percentage: Caucasian, 39; Asian, 22; international, 15; Latino, 
8; Southeast Asian, 6; African American, 4; Filipino, 2; American Indian-Alaska Native, 1; Hawaiian-Pacific 
Islander, 1. 

During a very personal speech in 2015, Cauce 
wiped away a tear while discussing her mother. 
University of Washington
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“apes” at those peacefully assembled. Rather than play it safe as some candidates for 
president might, Cauce leaned into the controversy. 

And she made it personal, almost uncomfortably so. 
“The fact I was interim (president) was not the moment to start being timid,” 

she says. “I was also trying to decide, Is this a job I wanted?” At that point, she hadn’t 
thrown her hat in the ring for the presidency. To some degree, she still wondered, 
“Can I be me? Are the things I care about, is that a good match for the presidency?”

The “apes” comment had gotten to her. It was a reminder that even in 
progressive Seattle “we often fall way short of our ideals.” But before she opened 
up about her own life in a choked-up confessional, she took the audience down a 
provocative path. 

Surveys showed that the current generation of college students thought they 
were color blind—to the point they didn’t even know about differences in American 
ethnic cultures. But, Cauce asked, is this good? Who are we erasing when we go 
blind? What’s being “whitewashed,” so to speak?

She called the lack of knowledge about other cultures the makings of a 
Molotov cocktail. Racism was baked into our country’s founding, she said, and 
consumed by generations of immigrants. She knew her family brought a Cuban 
strain of racism to America. Her aunt, charitable and religious, taught Cauce that 
her white skin was a gift so she should be extra kind to those who were darker. How, 
Cauce wondered, could she herself not have some racism lurking inside her?

We all need to be more aware of our prejudices, she said. When she met 
the woman, Susan Joslyn, who would 
become her longtime partner and 
wife, Cauce wanted to tell her mother. 
She expected her mother, a 4-foot-11-
inch “Mack truck of persistence,” to 
be unhappy. But she didn’t anticipate 
what she said:

“Now both my children are 
dead.”

Nothing could’ve been more 
hurtful, Cauce said.

Her mother later offered to 
sell her only valuable possession, 
her condo, to pay for “conversion” 
treatment, Cauce said, shrugging and 
smiling. Then she wiped away a tear. 

But her mother changed. She 
opened her heart to Joslyn, a UW 
professor. And, after a massive stroke, 

Cauce called UW alumni and champion Bill Gates Sr. 
(right) a “big man with an even bigger heart.” Ana Mari 
Cauce
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she died in Cauce’s arms, mother and daughter proud of each other in the end. 
“It’s not just about bad people doing bad things,” Cauce told the hushed 

audience. “It’s about us. It’s not about guilt. This is about change. This is about growth.” 
She challenged everyone in attendance to examine their own thoughts and 

feelings. She urged them to call out friends who tell racist or dumb-blonde jokes. 
And she encouraged them to learn about the pain and struggle of others. 

WHEN REGENTS unanimously voted in October 2015 to appoint a new president, 
their decision was hardly a surprise. 

Momentum for Cauce seemed to be building in the weeks and months 
beforehand. Katherine Long, veteran higher-education reporter for The Seattle 
Times, had written a story saying Cauce had widespread support on campus. Some 

even wondered why the UW was bothering 
with a nationwide search. 

Sure, Cauce was informal, a bit 
unpolished and hardly the pale male candidate 
out of Central Casting. But her down-to-earth 
approachability was part of her appeal. She 
wrote on Facebook about the joys of mowing 
her lawn. She drove a Honda that friends said 
was often a mess inside. She wore sweat pants 
to the supermarket. “Whether she’s posing 
with Husky mascot ‘Dubs’ or greeting Chinese 
President Xi Jinping during a formal ceremony 
at Microsoft, she always looks like she’s having 
a good time,” Long wrote. 

While Cauce was likely to be picked as 
president from the minute Young decamped 
for Texas, Long said her emotional talk at the 
Intellectual House helped introduce her to a 
wider audience and “put her heart out there.”

One expert surprised at Cauce’s 
appointment was Judith Block McLaughlin, a 
scholar of college presidential searches for three 

decades and chair of the Harvard Seminar for New Presidents. When asked to name 
an internal candidate promoted to president of a major American university, Block 
McLaughlin, came up empty. “Their warts are known…their enemies are right there 
on campus,” she said.

As president, Cauce was more concerned about new toadies than old foes. 
“The further you rise the more people want to please you, so to speak. So you have 
to be very careful to make sure everyone doesn’t just ‘yes, yes’ you.”

UW’s 14th live mascot, Dubs II, an Alaskan 
Malamute, with the leader of the Husky 
pack. Ana Mari Cauce
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As someone who believes you learn more from your critics than your supporters, 
Cauce wanted to encourage dissent among those who had her ear. “They’re doing you 
no favors if they don’t bring up the ifs, ands or buts to any particular direction that 
you’re taking. I tell people: ‘Come at me hard. This is the setting in which I want you 
to come at me hard because when we leave the room I want us to be on one page.’ ” 

Cauce feels some ambivalence about all the “firsts” associated with her tenure. 
“On the one hand, you know, it makes me incredibly proud. And I recognize that it 
sends an important message to women coming after me.** On the other hand, there’s 
a bit of, ‘I’m not a woman president. I’m a president.’

“I want to be known for my accomplishments, not just that I accomplished 
them while being female.”

Another one of her peeves is when people talk about someone like her 
overcoming her background. “I’ve overcome obstacles. My background is part of my 
strength. It’s not something that I’ve overcome.” 

CAUCE’S STRENGTH was tested, when campus Republicans invited right-wing 
provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos to speak at the UW in January 2017, on the night 
of President Trump’s inauguration festivities. Yiannopoulos was known for taking 
political incorrectness to the level of profane name-calling. He attacked specific 
college professors with insults and described “rape culture” on campuses as a myth. 
He was banned from Twitter for racism and misogyny. (He would later lose a book 
contract and editing job for endorsing sexual relations with boys as young as 13.)

Thousands of people asked Cauce to ban Yiannopoulos from speaking. 
An anti-fascism movement urged its members to shut Yiannopoulos down. Other 
schools, including New York University and Iowa State University, had canceled his 
scheduled talks for fears of violence between protesters. 

While the leader of the UW’s College Republicans said such retreats 
amounted to “babying students,” some seemingly valid concerns were raised. 
Alysse Holt, a graduate student, said Yiannopoulos’ college tour “really signals the 
renormalization of the particular brand of white supremacy and white nationalism 
that’s being cloaked now within these broader conversations of free speech.” 

But the only exceptions to First Amendment rights involve what lawyers 
call “fighting words,” or speech with a specific threat. Cauce stood her ground. “A 
university should—indeed it must—be a place where any policy or idea, even if 
offensive or outrageous, can be aired, discussed, examined and debated,” Cauce wrote 
on her blog. “That’s a cornerstone of our democratic system, and the University of 
Washington’s commitment to this ideal is rock solid.”

Conflict began brewing hours before Yiannopoulos’ scheduled talk in Kane 

* As of November 2018, 43 percent of UW faculty were women. New faculty hires from 2014-2015 through 
2018-2019 averaged 49 percent women. Women accounted for 33 percent of UW professors and 53 percent of 
assistant professors.
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Hall. People started lining up in the afternoon. Clashes outside the hall started a 
couple hours later when anti-fascists and ticket-holders traded “nazi scum” and 
“white power” shouts.

Despite a large police presence—124 UW and Seattle officers were dispatched 
to the scene—tension escalated. Bricks were thrown at officers. Paint and pepper-
spray doused others. Joshua Dukes, 34, an anti-fascist protester, took a bullet in the 
abdomen when he confronted a man using pepper spray. A Seattle couple, both 
29, pleaded not guilty to assault charges, claiming self-defense. Police had initially 
suspected Marc Hokoana of the shooting. But his wife Elizabeth’s attorney told 
prosecutors that she had fired at Dukes with a Glock handgun she had in a holster 
under her coat. (A King County Superior Court judge declared a mistrial in the case 
after jurors were deadlocked on a verdict. Prosecutors dismissed the case.)

In the aftermath of the shooting, Cauce was called “complicit,” “collaborator,” 
and “appeaser.” “This blood is on your hands,” said another message. 

She held an impromptu meeting with protesters outside her office in 
Gerberding Hall. As the protesters, some wearing bandanas over their faces, shouted 
questions and accusations, Cauce tried to answer. She made it clear Yiannopoulos 
was “repulsive.” (His talk to a UW audience of about 200 featured insults about 
women, the disabled, and the left, and repeated use of the “C-word.”) She reminded 
the crowd that her brother was killed by white supremacists. She took responsibility 
for Dukes’ serious injury. 

Someone shouted that she wouldn’t say she was sorry. 
“I am truly sorry,” she replied. 
Another shout: “Are you sorry you invited a fascist to campus?” 

The president met with angry students after a shooting on campus sparked by the appearance of right-wing 
provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos. Katherine Long
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“I didn’t issue the invitation,” Cauce said. 
The shouting continued. “You enabled it.” “You invited hate speech.” “You 

invited violence.”   
Noting developments, such as President Trump’s attacks on journalists as 

“enemy of the people,” one newspaper columnist praised Cauce’s commitment to 
free speech. 

“Here’s a Cuban immigrant whose brother died at the hands of right-wing 
nut-jobs, and she’s the one standing up for the free-speech rights of right-wing nut 
jobs,” wrote Danny Westneat of The Seattle Times. “Now that’s spine. That’s dedication 
to founding principles. That’s America—at least as we imagine ourselves to be.” 

Two years later, Cauce remained convinced she made the right decision. 
“Certainly I, you know, regret deeply whenever anyone on our campus 

is injured or hurt in any way. And so, I feel deeply, I feel awful about the young 
individual who was injured,” she says. But there’s a larger perspective to consider. 
“You know, at this moment in time, free speech seems to be a stand-in for allowing 
people with very disturbing views a position. But, we know that historically…by and 
large, free speech has been very empowering to disenfranchised groups. And so, we 
have to look at the long arc.”

Cauce is the rare insider who climbed the ranks to president of a major American university. “My background 
is part of my strength. It’s not something that I’ve overcome,” she says. University of Washington
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AS WITH THE ANGRY students in American Ethnic Studies, Cauce didn’t blame 
those shouting at her outside Gerberding Hall, or get defensive with them. They 
weren’t mad at her. They were mad at the president. And she knew as president she 
had to work with them if she was going to be successful. She couldn’t personalize 
their gripes, sulk or lash out; nor could she generalize their behavior to all students. 

As for admirers who wonder how she got to be president—and with a sense 
of inner peace—her advice is to say ‘yes’ a lot. Even if you’re not sure you can do the 
job you’re asked to take on. “But you say ‘yes’ and you figure it out as you go along. 
I think if you’re going to wait until you’re 100 percent sure, you might be waiting a 
long time.” 

Responsibility more than boldness has guided her. And chief among her 
responsibilities is to make the UW a place of excellence and access. About 30 percent 
of UW students are the first in their families to go to college. Many of those students 
are growing up in neighborhoods and schools increasingly segregated by income 
inequality. College is likely the most diverse environment they’ve experienced. By 
helping them understand differences in one another, and by helping them graduate, 
the university becomes an engine for social and economic mobility, a spark plug for 
empathy and equity. 

“For me, it really is all about the work,” she says, “not about the position.” 
She feels a sense of pride that women or immigrants or LGBT folks are 

inspired by her and think they can reach a position like hers. “But, it really isn’t 
about aiming for the position. It’s about the work. And you can do the work from a 
lot of different positions. And if it brings you here, that’s fabulous.” 	

								        Bob Young
							       Legacy Washington
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